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Abstract 
The paper reports on a cycle in an educational action research (EAR) that engaged pre-service teachers in making sense of 
inclusion and exclusion as features of sustainable and unsustainable modes of relationships. Experience-based reflections on 
definitions of inclusion and exclusion gleaned from studies of relevant theoretical literature and derived from reflexive insights of 
the participants of a similar EAR conducted a year before suggest that future teachers tend to relate to the contextually broader 
statements about inclusion that originate from the latter source and to make sense of exclusion by highlighting the negative 
affective experiences that it involves.   
© 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The paper reports on a cycle within a broader educational action research (EAR) implemented at Daugavpils 
University (DU) Faculty of Education and Management with the meta-aim of reorienting teacher education to 
address sustainability in line with the UN Decade 2005-2014. Initially the EAR focused on future teachers’ research 
skills to prepare them for researching their sustainability oriented practices (Salīte, 2008). In recent years particular 
attention is paid to cooperative inquiry into such issues as inclusive and exclusive modes of relationships between 
individuals and the environment, exclusion being perceived as a manifestation of unsustainability and inclusion – as 
a precondition for sustainability (Gedžūne & Gedžūne, 2011). It is hoped that critical experience-based reflection on 
these issues will help pre-service teachers explore their underlying frames of reference that determine their way of 
perceiving the world and acting within it (Mezirow, 2000), and incline them towards reorienting these frames of 
reference towards embracing inclusion as a sustainable mode of relationships between individuals and environment.  
2. EAR for inclusion and sustainability in teacher education 
The EAR that we implement with future teachers at Daugavpils University is based on the following core 
assumptions (1) participants’ lived experience is a source for sense-making through reflection (Bradbury & Reason, 
2003), (2) inclusive learning occurs in an open communicative space of an inquiry group (Gayá Wicks & Reason, 
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2009), (3) activating multiple 
frames of reference (Yorks & Kasl, 2006) and (4) the ultimate goal of EAR is to develop an inclination towards 
seeking wisdom of insight rather than gaining more knowledge (Kelly, 2006 ).  
3. Making sense of inclusion and exclusion as sustainable and unsustainable modes of relationships 
This section contextualizes the present cycle of our broader EAR as being focused on engaging pre-service 
teachers into making sense of inclusion and exclusion as concepts that characterize sustainable and unsustainable 
modes of relationships between individuals and social and natural environment.  
3.1. Research participants 
The EAR cycle reported on in this paper was conducted in the spring of the study year 2010/2011 with 39 
participants  first year female students of pre-school and basic school teacher education programs at DU. The 
students engaged in EAR while taking the study courses Environmental Pedagogy and Education for Sustainable 
Development. The EAR was facilitated by the authors of this paper (graduate assistants to the course lecturer).  
3.2. Learning environment in EAR 
In this EAR cycle we tried using information technologies (IT) to create a blended learning environment (Herden, 
2011) for EAR  combine presence classes and seminars with reflection in an e-learning environment. To introduce 
the students to reflection in an e-learning environment and prior to their involvement in a more extended 
electronically-mediated discourse on inclusion and exclusion in the purposefully created google.doc environment 
during the next EAR cycle, the students filled in an electronic survey on the meanings they attach to inclusive and 
exclusive relationships. We created the survey on the basis of theoretical studies of relevant literature and the 
findings of the EAR cycles from the previous year with another group of first year students in the same programs 
ne, 2010a, 2010b). Our decision to repeatedly reflect on the findings from previous cycles 
derived from the cyclical nature of EAR  exploration of earlier insights in a new light (Bradbury & Reason, 2003).  
Thus, the perspectives on inclusion and exclusion previously 
reflections were woven into 10 definitions of inclusion and 10 definitions of exclusion (in each instance  five that 
. These definitions were put into two surveys 
created in the google.doc environment. Each survey thus contained 10 definitions and the students were asked to 
rate them on a scale from 1 to 10 (10-fully agree, this view corresponds to mine, and 1-fully disagree, I hold a 
different view) and comment upon each of their answers by briefly explaining the reasons for their choice.  
3.3. Reflexive processes in the e-learning environment in EAR 
Reportedly, some students may suffer from computer phobia and feel reluctant to use IT in the learning process if 
they have not had previous experiences of doing so (Tognetti, 2011). To avoid it, we conducted an introductory 
lesson in a computer room where a trial run of completing a survey in the google.doc environment was performed.  
After the introductory lesson, we emailed the URL links to the surveys on inclusion and exclusion stored in 
google.doc to the participants who filled them in electronically. The response rate was 20-21 students out of 39 
enrolled in the course, which might not be considered satisfactory. Yet the purpose of the activity was twofold: (a) 
encourage students to reflect on and make sense of inclusion and exclusion as characteristics of sustainable and 
unsustainable modes of relationships and (b) ascertain the possibilities of using blended learning within the inquiry 
group. We therefore sought voluntary involvement and did not pressurize the students into participating.   
Thus, the students reflected on inclusion and exclusion as characteristics of sustainable and unsustainable modes 
of relationships in an e-learning environment, which has been reported as effective for hosting reflection on 
sustainability related issues in the context of teacher education (Whitehouse, 2008).  The reflexive processes that our 
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students engaged in involved making sense of a statement, identifying assumptions underlying this statement, 
identifying own espoused 
assumptions), stating reasons for agreement or disagreement. The meta-aim of the activity was to engage pre-service 
teachers in uncovering the assumptions about inclusion and exclusion that underlie their frames of reference.  
3.4. Lessons learned from the EAR cycle 
The findings from the survey on inclusion are summarized in Table 1.  
Table 1. Pre- (n=21) assumptions about inclusion 
 




1 awareness, enclosed in our experience as a human species, of mutual links with oneself, the social and the 
natural world, a unity with life and its support system in all its diversity 
lit* 171 8.14 
2 mutual interaction in close proximity, which is grounded in an open and equal dialogue that envisages 
recognizing the worth of the other however different from us they may be 
lit 175 8.33 
3 (in educational context) a state of being in the learning process that proceeds in the atmosphere of mutual 
academic achievement, learning styles and abilities) are viewed as assets rather than liabilities and where 
everyone experiences a sense of belonging (feels accepted and important) to the learning community 
lit 192 9.14 
4 
civic activities, employment, etc.) 
lit 159 7.57 
5 a philosophical approach and a set of specific practices oriented towards ensuring access to quality 
education for children with special needs 
lit 148 7.07 
6 a precondition for developing and maintaining sustainable relationships between the Earth and its various 
communities, which entails responsibility to comprehend, value and respect the mutual links between all 
forms of life and its support system, and live so as not to harm them and, consequently, ourselves 
stud** 195 9.29 
7 a friendly and favorable stance, openness and willingness to participate and become involved in the 
natural and social processes 
stud 172 8.19 
8 an attitude towards the world that permits to experience positive emotions, brings joy and color to life 
and is grounded in love, care, interest and considerateness towards everything that is alive 
stud 188 8.95 
9 a type of relationships with the world and its living beings, which is grounded in true and heartfelt 
respect, love, responsibility and which is a prerequisite for continued existence of life and peace on Earth 
stud 187 8.90 
10 a sense of belonging to a greater whole that is constituted by the harmonious web of life on Earth where 
everyone and everything has its role and meaning 
stud 193 9.19 
*lit  definitions gleaned from studies of relevant theoretical literature 
**stud  definitions derived from reflexive insights of students (EAR participants from the previous year)  
The lowest ratings are given to statements derived from theoretical literature that view inclusion narrowly as a 
characteristic of inter-human relationships in educational (No.5) and social (No.4) contexts. The highest ratings are 
awarded to the statements gleaned from reflexive insights of students that make sense of inclusion as a precondition 
manifestations (No.6), and regard inclusion as an experienced sense of belonging to the joint web of life (No.10). 
-ecological, philosophical orientation:  
because we are all included. We live on the Earth, and we must respect it as well as all that is 
alive, green and breathing. It is certain that  
ct everything that surrounds you because everything is alive 
just like you are. You encompass all  yourself, the surrounding world and environment where multiple natural 
 
The findings from the survey on exclusion are presented in Table 2.  
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Table 2. Pre- 0) assumptions about exclusion 
 




1 a process via which individuals/groups lose ability to participate in economic, social, political, cultural and 
other essential institutions of the society where they live and are available to majority of its members 
lit 154 7.70 
2 
repression of  
stud 168 8.40 
3 a process via which individuals and communities become polarized, socially differentiated and unequal lit 149 7.45 
4 based on betrayal, hate, envy, dislike of people, animals and plants, it is a combination of duty, 
indifference and insensitivity, characterized by reserve, fear and a disinclination to let the other approach 
oneself. Social exclusion is based on fear, ignorance, egoism, when a person pushes away the unneeded or 
uninteresting, thus hurting others. As a result, the natural processes of the world are destroyed and wasted 
stud 165 8.25 
5 a common occurrence in the classroom when children are excluded, called names, criticized, they have no 
opinion of their own and are not given a chance to express themselves. That is why socially excluded 
children have low self-esteem, they become shy and withdrawn because they lack contact with other 
people and are afraid to express their opinion for it can be misunderstood and treated as wrong 
stud 186 9.30 
6 a complex, multidimensional process where people lack/are denied resources, rights and services, and 
cannot participate in normal relationships and activities that are available to the majority in the economic, 
social, cultural or political sphere. It affe  
lit 158 7.90 
7 a phenomenon which has existed in all generations, it is independent of time and place because material 
inequality, discrimination (by faith, religion, appearance, gender) and racism have always existed. In 
education social exclusion appears when a teacher, under the influence of social environment and other 
-
initiative, individual work with children and social activity are unnecessary because they are not paid for. 
 
stud 181 9.05 
8 an individual is socially excluded if (a) he or she is geographically resident in a society but (b) for reasons 
beyond his or her control, he or she cannot participate in the normal activities of citizens in that society, 
and (c) he or she would like to so participate 
lit 128 6.40 
9 social exclusion creates misunderstandings among people which, in its turn, provokes conflicts and scales 
down development of education, as well as causes degradation of society. By excluding others, people 
sometimes do not understand that they hurt others, while the excluded lose faith in their powers 
stud 187 9.35 
10 an accumulation of confluent processes with successive ruptures arising from the heart of the economy, 
politics and society, which gradually distances and places persons, groups, communities and territories in a 
position of inferiority in relation to centers of power, resources and prevailing values 
lit 158 7.90 
The students award lowest ratings to statements that view exclusion as lack of participation in social processes 
(No.8) and construe it in terms of social inequality, polarization and differentiation (No.3). The highest ratings are 
awarded to statements that make sense of exclusion as arising from misunderstanding which causes conflict, 
degrades the society and results in negative affective experiences (No.9), as well as statements that view exclusion 
in educational context as a mode of relationships which causes unwelcome affective experiences such as fear, 
shyness, sadness (No.5). The students comment upon their answers with utterances such as the following: 
 
with this statement because such people really find it hard to live in an environment where they are not 
 
4. Conclusion 
The study enables us to conclude that: 
 The assumptions held in the research participants  relate more to the statements 
that are derived from other 
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individuals and the planet, which emphasize the broader context of the ecosystem and are thus related to the 
philosophical underpinnings of deep ecology (e.g., Naess, 1989; Berry, 2009)  respect for life in all its 
manifestations and belonging to a joint web of life.  relation to the ways inclusion is made sense of 
in theoretical studies (by mainly viewing it narrowly in social and educational contexts) is less pronounced. 
  embracing the 
statements about the nature of exclusion that are derived from the reflexive insights of other students rather than 
theoretical studies and make sense of exclusion as a mode of relationships that brings about negative affective 
experiences.  
 Brief experiences of guided introduction into the technical and practical nuances of reflection in an e-learning 
environment of google.doc appear to be insufficient to ensure active involvement of students who are novices to 
this medium of learning; additional ways to engage students should be sought, and more support from course 
deliverers should be provided.   
 Making sense of inclusion and exclusion in teacher education for sustainability through EAR should integrate 
theoretical perspectives on these issues wi -based reflections in order to help future 
teachers construct personal practical wisdom of inclusive and sustainable living and learning, to be used as a 
professional frame of reference in their future teaching practice. 
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